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Abstract 
DEVELOPMENT OF THE POSTSECONDARY STUDENT SURVEY OF 
DISABILITY-RELATED STIGMA (SSDRS) 
By John K. Trammel1 
A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy at Virginia Commonwealth University. 
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2006. 
Director: James H. McMillan, Ph. D, School of Education. 
Qualitative interviews of college students with disabilities indicated that students 
were reporting significant discrimination and disability stigma effects. Until recently, 
however, no formal ins-ents had been developed specifically to measure disability 
stigma in college students. The purpose of this study was to develop the Postsecondary 
Student Survey of Disability-Related Stigma (SSDRS), a Likert-type scale that measured 
amount of perceived stigma in college students with disabilities. The SSDRS was 
patterned after similar instruments developed to measure race-related stigma and other 
forms of perceived social discrimination, and was designed to be administered through 
disability support service offices. The SSDRS consisted of five subscales: personal 
f'eelings, global events, academics, group identity, and personal relationships. 
The questionnaire was pilot tested at two schools, a small, private liberal arts 
college and a medium-sized, urban community college (n =85). A preliminary 
exploratory factor analysis and reliability analysis suggested minor changes to the 
instrument. The pilot results also provided justification for further sampling and more 
formal analysis of the instrument with a larger data set. The scale was then administered 
to students with disabilities at a large urban research university. The results were similar 
to those from the pilot. 
klfte~ aggregating the data (b? = 121), another exploratory factor analysis was 
conducted to identify the underlying structures measured by the instnunent. The five 
subscales suggested by the literature were confmed, and subscale reliability of scores 
improved. Analysis of the aggregate data also suggested the removal of several items 
that did not appear to function well in the instrument. 
The results of the study suggested that disability stigma is a significant issue for 
college students with disabilities. Disability support personnel at the postsecondary level 
could use an instrument like the SSDRS for benchmarking, analyzing the disability 
climate on campus, or designing specific student interventions. The results also 
suggested that the phenomenon of disability stigma is measurable, and worthy of future 
study. 
CHAPTER I 
Introduction 
Stigma comes fiom the Greek word meaning mark or token of disgrace. Stigma 
and the "otherness" related to having a disability have impacted individuals since the 
earliest recorded history. Whether they were treated as mediums for supernatural powers, 
portents of evil, or completely ignored, individuals with disabilities have never been able 
to escape tRe social consequences of their impairments. 
Disability also carries academic consequences for college students. Although 
stigma is a social construct, it never-the-less looms as large as any physical barrier faced 
by individuals with disabilities (Swman, 1994). As students with disabilities, both 
visible, such as mobility impairment, and invisible, such as learning disabilities, graduate 
fiom high school and move into postsecondary environments, they leave behind the 
protection of Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) legislation, and enter 
into the often W e n d y  adult world of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
where stigma becomes a much more consequential issue, and perhaps more than ever 
before, begins to make its mark on individuals. The focus of this dissertation was on the 
development of an instrument that could generate reliable and valid scores of disability- 
related stigma in college students with self-disclosed disabilities. 
Background for the Study 
This study began with a simple question. Why don't college students with 
1 
disabilities come forward more willingly to disclose their disabilities to receive 
accommodations? Many researchers and evaluators of student support programs have 
noted over time that students with disabilities came forward to ask for help after they 
found themselves in academic difficulty (Frank, 2004; Tramrnell, 2003~). When asked 
wby they did not ask for help sooner, the students often responded that they "wanted to 
,make it on their own" after they graduated from high school, or that they "didn't want to 
be treated differently fiom anyone else" ( T r m e l l ,  2003d). The unspoken implication 
was that they were hesitant or unwilling to accept their identity as a student or an 
individual with a disability. Once fieed fiom the typical high school special education 
supports provided by Individual Education Plans (IEPs), 504 plans, concerned teachers, 
and anxious parents, they had a natural desire to become more independent. What 
seemed equally apparent was that they were often willing to accept lower achievement in 
exchange for lesser degrees of social or academic stigmatization. 
' f ie general literature on postmodem stigma originates in large part with the issue 
of race and the Civil Rights Movcment of the 1960s. Tbe Civil Rights Movement did not 
exist in a vacuum, and was part of a larger movement concerned with individual human 
rights. The Feminist Movement grew during the same period, as well as the Gay Rights 
Movement. Many other marginalized groups organized and lobbied for equal access to 
the basic rights implied in the constitution. The Disability Rights Movement first 
garnered significant medla coverage during this period, and culminated in Section 504 of 
the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, md the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act in 

































































































































































